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The theme of the father and son relationship and their confrontation were typical for 
the Greek world.1 We find it in Homer’s epics The Iliad2 and The Odyssey,3 but also in 
Euripides’ tragedy Electra,4 and in other texts. In the ancient world, children’s respect 
for their parents was not associated with gratitude for life, upbringing, or any proven 
good deeds. Respect was superior to gratitude and considered a generally binding 
rule.5 A son’s ‘inappropriate’ behaviour would not be seen as ungratefulness, but as 
dishonour, perceived by society as one of the greatest offences,6 which could lead to 
being banished from home.7
The act of banishment from home as the oldest law passed on is recorded in the 
town law of Gortys (from about the 5th century BCE). It is mentioned in works by 
Herodotus (History I, 59), Aristotle (Nicomachean Ethics VIII, 14, 4), Dionysius of 
Halicarnassus and other writers.8 The idea of disowning a son and its consequent 
events proved to be a popular topic for rhetorical exercises, too. We find them in 
Lucian’s and Libanius’ works, whose writings are the main sources of knowledge 
of the Principate and early Dominate. However, when it comes to a son’s guilt and 
subsequent casting out of the family, both authors draw on knowledge and study 
of classical literature.9 Disowning or banishing a son from home remained popular 
topics even in the works of Christian writers. The rise of Christianity often meant 
confrontations within a family, and there are known cases from around the time of 
 I would like to thank the anonymous readers for helpful comments and criticism.
1 M. Regali, Il Carme II.2.3 di Gregorio Nazianzeno nie suoi rapporti con le declamazioni, 
in: E.A. Livingstone (ed.), Studia Patristica XVIII.3. Kalamazoo–Leuven 1989, 529-38, 
esp. 533.
2 IV, 404-410; VI, 476-491.
3 II, 270-277.
4 ἤδη γὰρ εἶδον ἄνδρα γενναίου πατρὸς | τὸ μηδὲν ὄντα, χρηστὰ δ’ ἐκ κακῶν τέκνα (vv. 
369-370).
5 J.W. Hewitt, Gratitude to Parents in Greek and Roman Literature. AJPh 52 (1931) 30-
48, esp. 31.
6 ibid., 32.
7 For more see M. Wurm, Apokeryxis, Abdicatio und Exheredatio. Munich 1972, 4.
8 ibid., 5-14.
9 ibid., 39.
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the Edict of Milan wherein a son was disowned because he had become a Christian, 
or on the contrary because he had not.10 The topic of disowning a son also resonates 
in one of the poetic letters11 by Gregory of Nazianzus dedicated to Vitalianus, a plea 
to a father to take back his expelled sons.
Gregory’s poetic letter II, II, 312 Ad Vitalianum has never been examined before, 
though there are several partial studies that focus on it.13 The aim of our analysis is 
therefore to provide a comprehensive overview of it; the focus is on literary devices 
used by the author to illustrate disrupted relationships in Vitalianus’ family, the 
absurdity of the father’s anger, and the sons’ essential obligation of respect and 
humility towards their father. We observe the influence of this line on the poetic 
letter’s composition, as well as how the line is reflected in its metre. 
In his poetic letter Gregory of Nazianzus provides a relatively detailed description 
10 ibid., 96.
11 Poetic letters may be found in the Greek and Roman literature in epigrams and in Lucilius’ 
satires; even some poems of Catullus are considered letters (e.g. Poem 68). Yet it is Horace 
who is considered the actual father of this literary genre; he was the first to create a 
coherent set of verse letters (the Epistulae collection). After Horace, Ovid too pursued 
and developed the verse letter in his elegiac stories of heroines (the Heroides collection), 
shifting it towards poetic letters with amorous content. He was the first to follow up the 
practice of ancient writers in allowing intimate epistolographic motifs into the poetry. 
(Cf. K. Thraede, Grundzüge griechisch-römischer Brieftopik. Munich 1970, 48.) Ovid’s 
elegies written in exile (Epistulae ex Ponto) are also epistolographic. Ancient Greek 
literature lacks any coherent series of poetic letters, and letters written in verse appear 
only marginally. Despite this scarcity, we can find them in the 4th century AD, in the works 
of Gregory of Nazianzus. Gregory wrote seven verse letters using the form of older ancient 
poetry (in particular in elegiac distich and dactylic hexameter). The letters differ in their 
length, style and tone and are addressed to people more or less close to him, and account 
for a compact part of Gregory’s poetic works. They are preserved in the collected works 
Patrologiae cursus completus, accurante J.-P. Migne, Series Graeca (PG) in volume 37 
under the common title of Poemata quae spectant ad alios (PG 37, 1451-1577). They are 
the second series of collected poems titled Poemata historica and for that reason they are 
traditionally labelled as II, II (2), 1–8. There are eight poems – seven of Gregory’s poems 
and an eighth one called Ad Seleucum, though the last one was not written by Gregory 
Nazianzen, but by his cousin Amphilochius; cf. E. Oberg, Amphilochii Iconiensis Iambi 
ad Seleucum (Patristische Texte und Studien, 9). Berlin 1969. 
12 We can definitely state that the letter did not originate before 373. In verse 242 (PG 37, 
1497), Gregory of Nazianzus mentions his cousin Amphilochius being a priest, and he 
was only consecrated in 373. Compare: M. Regali, La Datazione del Carme II,2,3 di 
Gregorio Nazianzeno. Studi Classici e Orientali 38 (1988) 373-381.
13 N. McLynn, The other Olympias: Gregory Nazianzen and the family of Vitalianus. ZAC 
2 (1998) 227-46; K. Demoen, “Gifts of Friendship that will remain for ever”: Personae, 
addressed characters and intended audience of Gregory Nazianzen’s epistolary poems. 
JÖB 47 (1997) 1-11; Regali, La Datazione (cited n. 12); M. Regali, Forme e motivi 
dell’Epitalamio nella poesia di S. Gregorio Nazianzeno. Le Muséon 96 (1983) 98-96; 
Regali, Il Carme II.2.3 (cited n. 1), 529-538.
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of Vitalianus’ personality – he was a wealthy and noble citizen, famous for his gen-
erosity and hospitality,14 a member of a prominent family,15 recognized for his 
devotion;16 he gave gifts to and hosted clergy17 and did not hesitate to use his money 
for venerating martyrs.18 However, the verses expose the other side of his character 
as well:
Ἔξοχα δ’ αὖ ἱερῆες, ὅσους δώροισι γεραίρεις,
καὶ τίεις μεγάροισιν, ἀτιμάζεις δ’ ἀπεόντας,
πολλάκι καὶ παρέοντας ἐπεὶ σέ γε παρφασίῃσιν
οὐκ οἶον μαλακῇσι, καὶ εὐμενέεσσι προσώποις,
ἀλλ’ οὖν στερεοῖσιν ἐπιστύφοισι λόγοισι·19 
……
Σοὶ δ’ οὔτ’ εὐχωλὴ κάμπτει φρένας, οὔτε θυηλή·
οὐδὲ μὲν ἀθλοφόροισι δίδως χάριν, οὓς σὺ γεραίρων
εἰς ἔτος ἐξ ἔτεος μεγάλῃ καὶ ἀπείρονι χειρὶ,
βήμασι, καὶ δώροισι, καὶ εἰλαπίνῃσι χορείαις,
καὶ πολλοῖς κρητῆρσι μεθύσματος ἡδυπότοιο,
καὶ μεγάλαις στιβάδεσσι, Θεοῦ νόμον ὧδ’ ἀθερίζεις.20
Vitalianus was not a purely virtuous person, as Gregory points out in one of the 
prose letters he wrote to him (ep. 75). He directly expresses disgust with Vitalianus’ 
current friends,21 for they prevent Vitalianus from walking the path of repentance 
he had taken earlier.22 Vitalianus was not exceedingly patient or tolerant. In his 
relationship with his sons he got so carried away by his anger that he banished 
them from home. His embitterment even led to banning them from their sister’s 
wedding. However, among the invited was Gregory of Nazianzus. He was invited 
to the weddings of both Vitalianus’ daughters, and though he did not attend the 
weddings on both occasions he sent letters to Vitalianus (epp. 193, 194) with an 
appeal for a stronger bond with God.23 He tried to use his influence on Vitalianus’ 
conduct in verse letter II, II, 3, too. This letter has, in contrast to the prose letters, 
the nature of fiction.
Two more of Gregory’s verse letters are also of fictitious character (II, II, 4 
14 II, II, 3, 137-139 (PG 37, 1490).
15 II, II, 3, 14 (PG 37, 1481).
16 II, II, 3, 280-284 (PG 37, 1500).
17 II, II, 3, 235-236 (PG 37, 1497).
18 II, II, 3, 247-250 (PG 37, 1497-1498).
19 II, II, 3, 235-239 (PG 37, 1497).
20 II, II, 3, 245-250 (PG 37, 1497-1498).
21 Τὸ δὲ αἴτιον, ὅτι πολλοὶ περὶ σέ, καὶ οἷς ἥκιστα χαίρομεν (ep. 75).
22 II, II, 3, 269-284 (PG 37, 1499-1500).
23 M. Wittig, Gregor von Nazianz, Briefe. Stuttgart 1981, 197.
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Nicobuli filii ad patrem; II, II, 5 Nicobuli patris ad filium). These are distichs – poetic 
letters written in the name of a father and a son.24 Fictive poetic letters were already 
known in Roman literature by Ovid in his Heroides, a collection of 15 love letters in 
elegiac couplets, written by heroines from Greek myths to their husbands or male 
lovers, and of six poems in paired composition (a letter to a lover and a reply). Ovid 
tried to empathize with his characters, make them as individual as possible and, using 
subjective declarations, bring an unusual view to well-known mythological stories. 
Despite that he could not avoid a certain monotony.25 In relation to the fictitious 
letters of Gregory of Nazianzus, D. A. Sykes poses the question as to which degree 
the author was able to differentiate the writers’ characters. He states that Gregory 
has not created a new style, quite the contrary – he seems to have kept unity with 
other poetic letters, yet in detail and content was able to make readers believe in the 
individuality of the particular putative writers.26
Poetic letter II, II, 3 Ad Vitalianum is written in the name of Vitalianus’ sons. 
According to a Maurine edition from 1780-1840 by A. B. Caillau the letter is ‘written’ 
by Vitalianus’ son Peter, speaking for himself and for his brother Phocas: 
Πέτρος ἐγὼ, Φωκᾶς δὲ κάσις, Χριστοῖο μαθητῶν 
κλήσιες ...,27
He is rather restrained in describing the dispute for which they were cast out. 
Manuscript tradition puts the names in reverse order (φωκᾶς ἐγὼ πέτρος δὲ). The 
one ‘writing’ the letter is, according to witnesses α2 and Lb,28 Phocas, although all so 
far published articles29 based on PG, i.e. Caillau, consider Peter as the fictional author. 
24 In verse letter II, II, 4 the son asks the father in a relatively daring way for the father’s 
blessing to travel and study; verse letter II, II, 5 is the father’s reaction to the son’s request. 
For more see Maria Grazia Moroni, Gregorio Nazianzeno Nicobulo jr. al padre (carm. 
II, 2, 4); Nicobulo sen. al figlio (carm. II, 2, 5). Una discussione in famiglia. Pisa 2006.
25 Jiří Šurbt, Římská literatura (Roman Literature). Prague 2005, 195-196.
26 Cf. D. A. Sykes, Reflections on Gregory Nazianzen’s Poemata quae spectant ad alios, in: 
A.E. Livingstone (ed.), Studia Patristica XVIII, 3. Kalamazoo – Leuven 1989, 551-56, 
esp. 554.
27 II, II, 3, 79-80a (PG 37, 1486). 
28 These are different from a whole range of witnesses’ statements with incorrect form: Sicherl 
says that LapcRi and ζ2 (= Xdi) offer κηφᾶς; then instead of φωκᾶς and πέτρος N offers 
κηφᾶς and παῦλος; Cg offers πέτρος and φωκᾶς. Like Cg, but independently from him, 
Caill. also writes, obviously out of metric reasons, πέτρος ἐγὼ φωκᾶς δὲ (cf. M. Sicherl, 
Die handschriftliche Überlieferung der Gedichte Gregors von Nazianz. 3. Die epischen 
und elegischen Gruppen. Paderborn-München-Wien-Zürich 2011, 111). Depending on 
Caill. Peter appears first also in PG. This ‘marginal’ swap, however, significantly affects 
the view as to which of the two brothers is the fictitious author of the verse letter II, II, 3. 
29 Marie-Madeleine Hauser-Meury, Prosopographie zu den Schriften Gregors von Na-
zianz. Bonn 1960, 144; Demoen, Gifts of Friendship (cited n. 13), 4; McLynn, The other 
Olympias (cited n. 13), 229.
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In any case, the first verse of the letter: Ὦ πάτερ, ὅν περ ἔμοιγε Θεὸς θεὸν ἐνθάδ’ 
ἔδωκεν,30 defines exactly the recipient and the sender – the father and his offspring.
The vocative case ὦ πάτερ in the incipit of the poetic letter clearly and impartially 
describes the mutual relationship between the ‘correspondents’, and dominates in 
the letter’s further verses; it is mainly used independently, without attributes.31 An 
exception is two verses where this is complemented by epithets in superlative and in 
positive.32 The salutation πάτερ in the letter is a substitute for a first name, and is the 
predominant form of address in their mutual communication. With its repeated use 
(12 times) the sons are trying to put imaginary pressure on their father’s decision. 
However, its relatively neutral connotation does not specify the relationship between 
a parent and a child very clearly. More is revealed by the adjective forms seemingly 
expressing closeness:33 φέριστε,34 μακάρτατε,35 φίλε,36 and by salutations that directly 
express a certain distance and coldness: μέγα φέρτατε,37 ὦ ἄνα,38 or even animosity 
towards the father: ὀλοώτατε δαῖμον,39 ὦ κακόβουλε.40 The salutations in letter II, 
II, 3 demonstrate disrupted relationships, and this reserved approach of Vitalianus’ 
sons Peter and Phocas is associated with the senseless reason behind their father’s 
anger and their being cast out of home. In verses the sons admit some general dis-
obedience against their father, though they claim comparison is the main reason for 
their estrangement – Vitalianus was angry with his sons as he believed they were 
worse than him: 
Ἓν σέο παισὶ κάκιστον, ἀρειοτέροιο τοκῆος
χείρονες ἐξεφάνημεν, ὃς οὔ τινι πρῶτα λέλοιπας
30 II, II, 3, 1 (PG 37, 1480).
31 ὦ πάτερ: II, II, 3, 1 (PG 37, 1480); πάτερ: II, II, 3, 62; 75; 87; 146; 229; 258; 285; 292 (PG 
37, 1484; 1485; 1486;1490; 1496; 1498; 1500; 1501).
32 πάτερ φέριστε: II, II, 3, 81 (PG 37, 1486); πάτερ φίλε:  II, II, 3, 135; 172 (PG 37, 1489; 
1492).
33 The epithets φέριστε, μακάρτατε, and φίλε are seemingly positive salutations, because 
in the oldest epic poetry the adjective φίλος used to express friendship and loyalty be-
tween close friends or between parents and their children. However, it gradually became 
devalued, and in tragedies often describes a merely ordinary relationship, as in the 
poem to Vitalianus. The adjective μάκαρ in tragedies denoted a courteous tone, and the 
salutation φέριστε already indicated duty rather than loyalty in Homer’s epics (Iliad VI, 
123; XV, 247; XXIV, 387; Odyssey I, 405; IX, 269). Cf. H. Zilliacus, Untersuchungen zu 
den abstrakten Anredeformen und Höflichkeitstiteln im Griechischen. Helsingfors 1949, 
14-15, 20.
34 II, II, 3, 81; 216; 336 (PG 37, 1486).
35 II, II, 3, 88 (PG 37, 1486).
36 II, II, 3, 200 (PG 37, 1494).
37 II, II, 3, 218 (PG 37, 1495).
38 II, II, 3, 327 (PG 37, 1503).
39 II, II, 3, 200 (PG 37, 1494).
40 II, II, 3, 325 (PG 37, 1503).
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εἶδός τε μέγεθός τε. Λόγος δ’ οὐκ εὔδρομος ἡμῖν· 
γλῶσσα δὲ δεσμὸν ἔχει. Τίπτ’ ἤλιτον; ἢ σὺ, φέριστε, 
οὐκ ἐθέλων τεκέεσσιν ἀρείονα φύσιν ὀπάσσαι;41 
To influence and change Vitalianus’ conduct, behaviour and attitude towards 
his sons, Gregory chose to use numerous ancient myths and biblical parables, and 
rhetorical devices, such as metaphors, epithets or metonyms to augment his words. 
In the opening part of the letter, in verses 20-33,42 he presents a ‘list’ of other people’s 
sufferings, the multitude of which is underlined by the use of an anaphora. Each new 
suffering is introduced by the pronouns ἄλλον, ἄλλοις or ἄλλους and affiliated with 
metaphors evoking anxiety: μέγα κῦμα πολυπλανέος βιότοιο,43 τίς νῆα μέλαιναν 
ἑὴν ὑποδέξεται ὅρμος,44 ἄλλους δ’ αὖ μελέων κατεδάσσατο δάπτρια νοῦσος45 etc. 
In stark contrast to them is the depiction of Vitalianus’ life, whom God afforded 
peace (γαλήνην46), looked on kindly (ὄμμασιν εὐμενέεσσι47) and fortified everything 
(πάντα περιφράσσων48).
As far as myths and parables are concerned, the first part of the poetic letter Ad 
Vitalianum is particularly well balanced. This equilibrium is achieved not only by 
almost the same number of references, but also by their application. Myths show 
examples49 with no way out – they end tragically because of a strong unhappiness 
and unwillingness to forgive (see verses 50-64). Two narratives50 and two allusions51 
41 II, II, 3, 333-337 (PG 37, 1504).
42 PG 37, 1481-1482.
43 II, II, 3, 22 (PG 37, 1481).
44 ΙΙ, ΙΙ, 3, 23 (PG 37, 1481).
45 ΙΙ, ΙΙ, 3, 33 (PG 37, 1482).
46 II, II, 3, 34 (PG 37, 1482).
47 II, II, 3, 35 (PG 37, 1482).
48 II, II, 3, 36 (PG 37, 1482).
49 When determining the purpose of each example we rely on the monograph by K. Demoen, 
Pagan and Biblica Exempla in Gregory Nazianzen: A Study in Rhetoric and Hermeneutics. 
Turnhout 1996, in which secular and biblical examples he noted in poetry and other work 
of Gregory of Nazianzus are assorted and statistically processed.
50 The tales of the handsome Narcissus (ΙΙ, ΙΙ, 3, 52-54a; PG 37, 1484) and Pentheus (II, II, 
3, 54b-57; PG 37, 1484):
Μορφῆς μέν τις ἑῆς ποτ’ ἐράσσατο, καὶ κατὰ πηγῆς
ἥλατο, καί μιν ἔσοπτρον ἀπώλεσεν εἴδεος ἐσθλοῦ. 
Σάρκας δ’ οὔ ποθ’ ἑάς τις ἀπέστυγε. Κεῖνο δ’ ἄκουσα,
ὡς μήτηρ φίλον υἷα κατέκτανε μαργοσύνῃσι·
κτεῖνε μὲν, ὥς τινα θῆρα, τὸ δέρκετο· ὡς δ’ ἐνόησε,
μύρατο οὐκέτι θῆρα, πάϊν δ’ ὑπὸ χερσὶ δαμέντα.
51 Allusions to Medea (II, II, 3, 58-59; PG 37, 1484) and the hunter Actaeon (II, II, 3, 60-61; 
PG 37, 1484):
Καὶ μήτηρ τεκέεσσιν ἑοῖς ἐνὶ φάσγανον ἧκεν,
ἀμφιχολωσαμένη λεχέων καὶ πατρὸς ἔρωτος.
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depicting the tragic fates of Narcissus, Pentheus, Medea and Actaeon warn estranged 
sons and their fathers, as well as a metaphorical expression of the sadness that Peter 
and Phocas are experiencing. Parables from the New Testament offer a way out of the 
hopeless situation (see verses 105-125), models of forgiveness, offering a possibility 
of new life. Gregory presents the message of parables in the form of two narratives 
and two allusions. The narratives depict the stories of the prodigal son and the lost 
sheep;52 the allusions are to parables of tax collectors.53 In the last part of his poem 
Gregory of Nazianzus returns to the importance of forgiveness.54 Here, through 
a narrative, he shows Vitalianus an example of forgiveness of the cardinal sin of 
murdering a brother in the story of Absalom and his father David (2 Sam 13), which 
stands in strong contrast to the trivial sin of Peter and Phocas.
Explicit references to specific people, creatures or places play an important role in 
the poem. Through them Gregory introduces and closely describes particular topics. 
A strong contradiction in verses 139-15155 evokes the feeling that Peter and Phocas 
have been wronged and treated somewhat unfairly. On the one hand the poet depicts 
Vitalianus’ kindness and hospitality towards strangers, which he likens and even puts 
above the hospitality of Alcinous, the king of the blessed nation of Phaiakians. On 
Καί τινα θηρητῆρα κατ’ οὔρεος, ἀντ’ ἐλάφοιο 
ὠκείης, ἐδάσαντο θοαὶ κύνες, ἃς φιλέεσκε.
52 Parables of the prodigal son: Lk 15, 11-32 and the lost sheep: Lk 15, 1-7 (II, II, 3, 105-110; 
111-115; PG 37, 1487-1488):
Οὐκ ἀΐεις υἱῆα νεώτερον, ὡς ἀπὸ πατρὸς
πλάγχθη, μαχλοσύνῃσι πατρώϊα πάντα λαφύξας,
καί μιν λιμὸς ἔτειρεν ἀλήμονα; Ὡς δ’ ἐπὶ δῶμα
πατρὸς ἑοῦ παλίνορσος ἔβη, καὶ γούνασι κάμφθη,
αἶψα πατὴρ ἐλέηρε κακὸν πάϊν, αὐχένι χεῖρας
πλέξατο, δάκρυα χεῦε, καὶ εἰλαπίνῃσι γέρηρε
καὶ ποιμὴν ὀΐων τις, ἰῆς ἀπομουνωθείσης,
ἐσθλὸς, λεῖψεν ἅπαντα, μετ’ ἴχνια δ’ ἤλυθε κείνης· 
ἢν δέ μιν ἢ κατὰ πρῶνας ἀπόπροθεν, ἠὲ καθ’ ὕλας
πλαζομένην εὕρῃσιν, ἑοῖς ὤμοισιν ἀείρας,
καγχαλόων δεκάδεσσιν ἐνηρίθμησε φίλῃσι.
53 Parables of the Pharisee and the tax collector: Lk 18,9-4 (II, II, 3,116-120; PG 37, 1488): 
Τοῖος ἐμοῦ Χριστοῖο μέγας νόμος, ὃς χθαμαλοῖσιν
εὐμενέει πάντεσσιν, ὑπερφιάλους ἀθερίζων.
Πολλάκις ἐξαγόρευσις ἁμαρτάδος ἄνδρ’ ἐσάωσε
μούνη, καὶ δακρύοισιν ἀπέκλυσε πήματα πικροῖς,
καὶ ψυχὴν ἐκάθηρε μελαινομένην κακότητι.
and of the tax collector Zacchaeus: Lk 19,1-10 (II, II, 3, 125-126; PG 37, 1489):
Τίς δὲ τελωναίης ἀμέτρου χερός; ἀλλ’ ἄρα καὶ τοὺς
Χριστὸς ἄναξ ἐλέηρεν ὀδυρομένους κακότητα.
54 II, II, 3, 318-332 (PG 37, 1503-1504).
55 PG 37, 1490-1491.
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the other hand he likens Vitalianus’ sons, who have to beg at strangers’ doors because 
their own is closed to them, to the beggar Lazarus in the Gospel of Lucas (Lk 16, 19-
21). Lazarus’ character bears a unique and unmistakable image similar to that of the 
‘character’ and role of the serpent in the Book of Genesis. In verses, Phocas likens it 
to anger.56 Anger preys on Vitalianus in the same way the serpent’s words seduced 
the first parents to disobedience and disloyalty to God (Gen 3). Peter’s and Phocas’ 
deep sorrow at being banned from their sister’s wedding, and from writing a wedding 
song for her, is described using an analogy to the god Pan with his familiar flute and 
the nymph Echo; though she repeats the words of others, ironically, she does not 
reverberate his songs57 here.
Using Phocas’ voice, Gregory of Nazianzus assumed a legitimate right to comment 
on the father son relationship. Peter’s and Phocas’ relationship with their father re-
minds Gregory of his relationship with his own father and his powerlessness against 
his father’s anger. In his poem De vita sua58 he describes a situation when, while 
undergoing the process of ordination at the end of the year 361 and beginning of 
362, he would endure in silence his father’s role during his consecration as a priest. 
Gregory senior intended for his son to win accolades by joining the clergy, though 
aware of his son’s inclination towards a solitary life. Gregory called his father’s actions 
tyrannical. It is therefore possible that Gregory’s intention in writing poetic letter II, 
II, 3 was not so much an attempt to reconcile father and sons but rather to criticize.59 
Though the poem was dedicated to Vitalianus and focused on Vitalianus’ anger, it is 
not entirely clear whether it was meant for him exclusively or for other readers as 
well. It is likely that it resonated in all notable families it reached. In certain literary 
circles in late antiquity, poetry, speeches and letters would be read out loud and 
afterwards discussed.60 The fact that Gregory addressed the letter to Vitalianus in 
verse, specifically in dactylic hexameter, intensified the family conflict by its epic 
format and practically invited its ‘audience’ to take a position,61 and become recipients 
that made the text possible. Communication between the author and reader is 
56 II, II, 3, 287-291 (PG 37, 1500-1501)
Μοῦνος δ’ ἐντὸς ἔμεινε χόλος καὶ ἡδὺς ὄλεθρος,
δάπτων, οἷα σίδηρον ἀτειρέα λάθριος ἰὸς,
ἠὲ χόλῳ βαρύποτμος ἀπιστοτάτοιο δράκοντος,
ὃς καὶ πρωτογόνους γεύσει βάλεν ἐκ παραδείσου
βαιῇ. καὶ θεότητος ἐνόσφισεν, ἧς πέσεν αὐτός.
57 II, II, 3, 207-210 (PG 37, 1495).
58 II, I, 11, 337-356 (PG 37, 1030).
59 R. Van Dam, Families and Friends in Late Roman Cappadocia. Philadelphia 2003, 45.
60 M. Grünbart, Byzantinische Briefkultur. Acta Antiqua Academiae Scientiarum Hunga-
ricae 47 (2007) 117-138, esp. 122.
61 McLynn, The other Olympias (cited n. 13), 234-237.
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condicio sine qua non. At a certain point the primary element is no longer the author 
and the way he sees reality and transforms it into an artistic account. His art of 
creating text is no longer dominant, and the focus is on the reader.62
 The letter also reflects views on a mother’s position and role in a family. The 
mother figure emerges as if marginally in the epilogue of the letter. The sons turn 
to her pleading that she put in a good word for them. They address her μῆτερ ἐμὴ, 
σὺ δ’ ...,63 and she seems to be a mere personification of their hopes for the father’s 
positive response; when in fact she completes the family circle concerned.
Beyond the aspect of an earthly father’s relationship with his sons, a line of the 
heavenly Father’s relationship with his creatures is entwined in the verses. Using 
analogy, Gregory of Nazianzus compares the earthly father to the heavenly one, 
even branding him God’s gift to his children.64 He highlights the fact that God plants 
in parents’ hearts love for their children65 and therefore hatred between them is 
absurd, because as the author of the letter says: Εἰ μὲν δὴ θέμις ἠὲ Θεῷ βροτὸν 
ἀντιφερίζειν, | ἢ παῖδας τοκέεσσι, τάχ’ ἄν τινα μῦθον ἀνεῦρον | ἡμετέροις παθέεσσιν 
ἀρηγόνα.66 The position, attitude and relationship of heavenly and earthly father 
intersect in several places in the poem and confront each other. Invoking God as 
Father is known in many religions. The deity is often considered ‘the father of gods 
and people’. Describing God as Father covers two aspects – God is the ultimate 
beginning and creator of everything,67 and also the one who loves and looks after68 
all his creatures, his children. Heavenly fatherhood is therefore the source of earthly 
fatherhood69 and on this is built children’s respect for parents, as also dictated by one 
of the Ten Commandments.70 The respect and love toward parents is reflected in the 
care and attention they pay to their children, and they should be a reflection of God’s 
love and care. This understanding echoes in Vitalianus’ sons’ words: 
Τοῖος σοῖς τεκέεσσι πέλοις, πάτερ, ἀφραδέουσιν, 
οἷον ἂν ἀρήσαιο Θεὸν σέο πήμασιν εὑρεῖν, 
εἴ ποτέ σοι βαρύμηνις ἀπαντήσειεν ἀνίη.71 
Phocas revisits the idea of God as Father in the epilogue of ‘his’ letter and points 
62 Adriána Koželová, Priestor recepcie v literárnej vede (The space of reception in liter-
ature), in: Jazykovedné a didaktické kolokvium III. Bratislava 2010, 37.
63 ΙΙ, ΙΙ, 3, 344 (PG 37, 1505).
64 II, II, 3, 1-6 (PG 37, 1480).
65 verses 164, 221-223, 305, 350.
66 II, II, 3, 83-85 (PG 37, 1486).
67 Compare e.g. Dt 32,6; Mal 2,10; 2 Sam 7,14; Eph 3,14-15; Is 49,15.
68 Compare e.g. Ps 68,6; Is 66,13; Ps 131,2.
69 Eph 3,15.
70 Ex 20,12.
71 II, II, 3, 294-296 (PG 37, 1501).
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to God’s fatherhood, which is unconditional and not influenced by emotions: Εἰ μὲν 
δὴ πεπίθοιμι, κακῶν ἅλις· εἰ δ’ ἀπιθήσαις, | καὶ τεκέων Θεός ἐστιν· ἀλησόμεθ’ ὡς 
τοπάροιθεν.72
Negative human emotions – envy and anger – run through the whole poetic letter 
in various permutations. Gregory’s letter to Vitalianus largely points to the absurdity 
of the father’s anger with his sons. This transpires in Phocas’ questions, which he 
puts to his father in the introductory verses: Τίπτε τόσον τεκέεσσι τεοῖς ἐπέβρισας 
ὀδόντα; | Πῶς ποινὴ κακόχαρτος ἐνήλατο σοῖσι δόμοισι; | Τίς δ’ Ἐρινὺς τόσον ὄλβον 
ἀτάσθαλος ἐξετίναξεν;73 and also in the a question which he asks at the end: Τύνη δ’, 
ὦ κακόβουλε, πόσον κακὸν, ἢ τί πεπονθὼς, | ὧδε χόλον ἀδάμαστον ἐνὶ φρεσὶ σῇσιν 
ἀέξεις;74 The senselessness of Vitalianus’ behaviour comes to the forefront even more 
in a listing of everything that the brothers did not commit against their father, and 
is also intensified by an anaphora, repeating negatives in verses:
Οὔτε σε πατρῴης ἀπεμέρσαμεν, ὦ ἄνα, τιμῆς·
οὐδὲ μὲν ἀσταχύεσσιν ἐπεχράομεν σέο χώρης,
οὐδὲ βοῶν ἀγέλαις, οὐ πώεσιν, οὐδὲ μὲν ἵπποις· 
Οὐδὲ λέχους ἐπέβημεν, ὃ μὴ φίλον ἀφραδέοντες, 
Οὐδὲ δόλον φρασάμεσθα σὺν ἀνδράσι δυσμενέεσσι.75
In the poetic letter Ad Vitalianum not only do the introduction and conclusion 
correspond to each other but to a certain extent its other parts as well. Its structure 
can be described as concentric:76
72 II, II, 3, 349-350 (PG 37, 1505).
73 II, II, 3, 11-13 (PG 37, 1481).
74 II, II, 3, 325-326 (PG 37, 1503).
75 ΙΙ, ΙΙ, 3, 327-331 (PG 37, 1503-1504).
76 Chiasmus is an important structural form commonly found in ancient literature and 
oratory, both secular and sacred; see B. McCoy, Chiasmus: An Important Structural 
Device Commonly Found in Biblical Literature. Chafer Theological Seminary Journal 
9:2 (Fall 2003) 18 (http://chafer.nextmeta.com/files/v9n2_2chiasmus.pdf). It appears in 
Greek and Latin writing from the time of Homer to the later Roman authors’. With Homer, 
chiasmus may be found on both the micro (in the organisation of words in individual 
verses) and the macro level (in the structure of cantos). The structure of the Odyssey has 
been analyzed by J.L. Myres (The Pattern of the Odyssey. JHS 72 [1952] 1-19) and “he 
is able to show significant evidences of concentric structures throughout the Odyssey, 
and frequently concludes that the number of elements involved is too great to be due to 
coincidence”. For instance he lists examples from books I-IV, in which Telemachus seeks 
Odysseus, or suggests the concentric structure in the Vengeance of Odysseus in books 
XVII-XXIII. (J.W. Welch, Chiasmus in Ancient Greek and Latin Literatures. Provo, Utah 
1988: http://maxwellinstitute.byu.edu/publications/books/?bookid=111&chapid=1294). 
Among Greek authors, we also find chiasmus in Heraclitus or Plutarch (to a certain 
extent), and it is frequent in Plato. On both the micro and macro levels, chiasmus con-
stitutes a basic element of the formal structure of biblical literature (McCoy, 25). In our 
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A prologue (see verses 1-10)
B search for the reason of father’s anger; consequences of anger and envy 
 (see verses 11-71)
C contemplation of Vitalianus’ love for his sons and depiction of God’s
 love and mercy (see verses 72-126)
D description of father’s anger (see verses 127-136)
E Vitalianus’ openness and kindness towards strangers 
 (see verses 137-142)
F Peter and Phocas’ misfortune (see verses 143-160)
G Vitalianus’ relationship towards his daughters, and their 
  weddings (see verses 161-209)
F´ Vitalianus’ lack of love towards all his children
 (see verses 210-228)
E´ Vitalianus’ religiousness and insincere generosity to priests and
 martyrs (see verses 229-284)
D´ comparison of father’s anger to a serpent (see verses 285-296)
C´ examples of father’s love and forgiveness (see verses 297-324)
B´ repeated search for the reason of father’s anger (see verses 325-337)
A´  epilogue (see verses 338-352)
The central statement (G) of the poetic letter, which Phocas introduces with
Εἴπω μείζονα μῦθον· ἀτὰρ, πάτερ, ἵλαος εἴης.
Τόσσον ἄκος παθέεσσι πόροις, μὴ μῦθον ἐρύξῃς77
is Vitalianus’ relationship with his daughters and the description of their wedding 
parties. In a modest space of 50 verses a strong contrast is demonstrated in the father’s 
approach to his sons and to his daughters. It is explicitly expressed in verses 175-176: 
τόσσον ἀπεχθαίρεις, καὶ δώματος ἐκτὸς ἐλαύνεις (πρωτογόνους υἱῆας), | ὁσσάτιον 
κείνῃσιν ἐνηέα θυμὸν ἔδειξας78 and is even more intensified by the wedding’s in ac-
cessibility for the sons, though one of them is a talented singer. A recounting of joy 
alternates with a picture of sons as ‘wild animals locked up far from home, and eaten 
by anger for having entered bitter storms of life’.79 This part also contains references 
opinion, the concentric structure can also be observed in Gregory’s poetic letters in the 
fictive verse letter II, II, 4 Nicobuli filii ad patrem: A prologue (vv. 1–41); B refusal of 
mundane estates (vv. 42–57); C desire for education and the value of erudition (vv. 58–
167); B΄ refusal of mundane estates (vv. 168–180); A΄ epilogue (vv. 181–208). (However, 
Moroni does not examine the poetic letter II, II, 4 from the given aspect in her critical 
edition “Gregorio Nazianzeno...” [cited n. 24]).
77 II, II, 3, 161-162 (PG 37, 1491).
78 PG 37, 1492; ‘With such great anger you are casting them (first born sons) out today, with 
such love you are able to approach those (= daughters) and show kindness.’
79 II, II, 3, 189-192 (PG 37, 1493-1494).
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to the introduction and conclusion of the letter, which come through particularly in 
verses recalling the close relationship between the heavenly and earthly father. 
The remaining parts of Gregory’s letter have connections that are largely thematic. 
Parts C and C´ are characterised by the concentration of examples of love and the 
forgiveness that results from it, whether coming from God as heavenly father (e.g. 
allusions to parables of the prodigal son and lost sheep) or from an earthly father 
(e.g. narrative about David and Absalom). Parts D and D´, comparable in size, are 
an appeal to the father to let his anger drain away, also linked by the joint imperative 
δάμασον (verses 134, 292). In parts E and E´ the son reminds Vitalianus of his 
generosity towards strangers, friends who visit his home (E), priests, and for purposes 
of honouring martyrs (E´), even though his motives are not always as sincere as the 
religiosity he represents. Lastly, parts F and F´ are linked by the coldness of Vitalianus’ 
heart for his sons, but in a way for his daughters as well, because as Gregory says via 
Phocas: Ἡμῖν μὲν σέο δῶμα, φίλην τ’ ἀπέκλεισας ὀπωπὴν, | τὰς δ’ ἄρα πᾶσιν ἔθηκας 
ἀπεχθέας.80
Gregory of Nazianzus presents in his poetic letter both the father’s and sons’ 
positive qualities, warns against sin and iniquity, castigates, and at the same time 
stresses the indispensability of respect and humbleness towards both the earthly and 
heavenly fathers. For the reader his words come alive not only by means of various 
literary devices and text composition, but also thanks to the metre in which the 
verses are written. 
In times of early Christianity, the composing of hymns in metre such as dactylic 
hexameter or iambic trimester was forbidden, to prevent the formal beauty of the 
word dragging the listeners or readers away from the contents of religious texts. 
Therefore the first Greek Christian hymns were written in the general spoken language 
based on the tonic accent. However, many classically educated Greeks who embraced 
Christianity were not satisfied with simple and little-refined Christian hymns, which 
were too different from the great works of ancient poets in their metric form and 
language.81 Gregory of Nazianzus, too, was aware of this discrepancy. This is why he 
tried to build on Greek literary tradition in his works, and also offer, especially to 
youth delighting in literature, a substitute for a classic “pagan” poetry. In the poem 
II, I, 39 In suos versus (PG 37, 1329–1336) he himself lists the reasons he decided to 
write poetry: 1) to keep the metre in writing verses; 2) to educate the youth; 3) to 
compete with foreign (i.e. non-Christian) poets; and 4) to find consolation in his old 
age. He composed his verses in the dactylic hexameter, elegiac distich, and iambic 
trimeter, occasionally also using anacreontics typical of the imperial period as well 
as other similar forms. He wrote two poems by the rules of rhythmical poetry, based 
80 II, II, 3, 220-221 (PG 37, 1496).
81 K. Mitsakis, Βυζαντινὴ ὑμνογραφία, 1. Thessaloniki 1971, 108-109.
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on ictus.82 Homer and Euripides (or to be precise a selection from Euripides’ work, 
which he knew from school) and also Callimachus,83 a master of Alexandrian poetry, 
were his strong influences and models.
To depict the varied emotions and situations in the Ad Vitalianum poem, Gregory 
uses the metre of heroic and didactic epics, a serious and serene dactylic hexameter. 
The most typical forms of hexameter in verses are, as in Gregory’s other poetic letters 
written in this metre (II, II, 4–II, II, 7),84 the forms ddddd (holodactyl) and sdddd. 
To summarize, Gregory of Nazianzus mainly used hexameters with a spondee in one 
foot (54.26%) – usually in the first or second – followed by a holodactyl (32.67%), a 
hexameter with spondees in two feet (12.05%), and finally a hexameter with spondees 
in three feet (0.56%):
hexameters  II, II, 3 Ad Vitalianum
ddddd 115 32.67%
dddds     2   0.56%
dddsd   32   9.09%
ddsdd   12   3.40%
dsddd   55 15.62%
sdddd   90 25.56%
dsdds     1   0.28%
sddds     2   0.56%
dsdsd   10   2.84%
sddsd   17   4.82%
dssdd     2   0.56%
sdsdd     2   0.56%
ssddd   10   2.84%
ssdsd     1   0.28%
sssdd     1   0.28%
82 The tonic accent was preserved in the Greek language approximately till the end of the 
4th century AD; later the ictus prevailed. That is why we find both tonic accent- and ictus-
based poetry by Gregory of Nazianzus, cf. Ch. P. Symeonidis, Ιστορική γραμματική της 
αρχαίας ελληνικής. Πρώτο μέρος: Φωνητική. Thessaloniki 1989, 70.
83 Compare B. von Wyss, Gregor von Nazianz. Ein griechisch-christlicher Dichter des 4. 
Jahrhunderts. Museum Helveticum 6 (1949) 177-210, p. 192.
84 Cf. Moroni, Gregorio Nazianzeno (cited n. 24), 63; Lucia Bacci, Gregorio Nazianzeno 
Ad Olimpiade [carm. II,2,6]. Pisa 1996.
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Gregory shows his preference for the spondaic incipit, in contrast to the Hellenistic 
period, when spondees were usually placed in the second and fourth foot.85
The form of dactylic hexameter significantly influences the tempo of individual 
verses, and the tempo influences how the text is styled. Typically, the faster the 
tempo, the lesser the importance attributed to the speech or part of the discourse. 
Holodactyls have a very fast cadence in dactylic hexameters, and poets often used 
them to designate rapid movement. In the poetic letters of Gregory, these account for 
almost one third of all verses,86 and particularly in the poem dedicated to Vitalianus 
they play a special role. Gregory opens his poetic letter with holodactyls, and chose to 
close it with holodactyls too; and should we take them out of context and read them 
on their own, we would construct an imaginary summary of contents, the skeleton 
of the poem, which is extended by the rest of the verses. 
85  G. Agosti – F. Gonelli, Materiali per la storia dell’esametro nei poetici cristiani greci, 
in: M. Fantuzzi – R. Pretagostini (eds.), Struttura e storia dell’esametro greco, vol. I. 
Roma 1995, 373-74
86
Metre II, II, 3 II, II, 4 II, II, 5 II, II, 6 II, II, 7 Total
holodactyl 115 48   66 35 105 369
with a spondee in 1 foot 191 90 140 54 164 639
with a spondee in 2 feet   44 62   67 21   58 252
with a spondee in 3 feet     2   7     9   1     7   26
wrong metre −   1 − − −     1
Metre II, II, 3 II, II, 4 II, II, 5 II, II, 6 II, II, 7 Total
holodactyl 32.67 % 23.07 % 23.40 % 31.53 % 31.43 % 28.67 %
with a spondee in 1 foot 54.26 % 43.26 % 49.64 % 48.64 % 49.10 % 49.65 %
with a spondee in 2 feet 12.50 % 29.80 % 23.75 % 18.91 % 17.36 % 19.58 %
with a spondee in 3 feet   0.56 %   3.36 %   3.19 %   0.90 % 2.09 %   2.02 %
wrong metre -   0.48 % - - -   0.07 %
 The most frequent scheme used in verse letters Ad Olympiadem and Ad Nemesium (II, 
II, 6; 7), similarly to the letter Ad Vitalianum (II, II, 3) is the scheme with one spondee, 
especially in the first and second foot, followed by the holodactyl, verses with spondees 
in two feet, and verses with a spondee in three feet are the least represented. In contrast, 
the letter II, II, 5 Nicobuli patris ad filium uses verses with a spondee in two feet equally 
frequently as the holodactyl, the letter II, II, 4 Nicobuli filii ad patrem uses them even more 
often. Some one third of verses in the letters II, II, 3, 6 and 7 is written in holodactyls; in 
letters II, II, 4 and 5, which are the glory of education and elocution, holodactyls account 
for approximately one fourth part of verses.
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Observing the usage of spondees in the poem is equally interesting. They reduce 
the regular rhythm and fast tempo of the holodactyls; they act to ‘prevent’ monotony 
and wearying the audience with the same rhythm. However, reducing the speed 
above all stresses the meaning of what has been said, and lends weight to words 
and thoughts expressed by rapid dactyls. This already becomes clear in the letter’s 
prologue (II, II, 3, 1-10), which consists mainly of holodactyls. Spondees reduce 
the speed of verses 3, 4 and 7, and they also carry the central thoughts – on the one 
hand the fact that God, Parent and the greatest Ruler, grants parents to people as 
an honourable gift (see verses 3-4), on the other hand pleas for the best possible 
reception of the words offered (verse 7). 
Although Gregory usually replaced dactyls with spondees in one foot only, and 
mainly in the first or second one, there are same verses with two spondees. Especially 
in verses II, II, 3, 185-197 (PG 37, 1493-1494) we can observe these have more weight 
in comparison to the rest of the verses that complement and broaden their content:
Καί ῥ’ οἱ μὲν πάλλοντο καλὸν περὶ κοῦρον ἑταῖροι,
νυμφίον ὑμνείοντες ἐοικότα ἔρνεϊ καλῷ·
αἱ δ’ ἄρα παρθενικὴν ἑλικώπιδα πορσύνεσκον
ἐς γάμον ἱμερόεντα· πατὴρ δ’ ἐπετέρπετο παισίν·
ἡμεῖς δ’, ὡς θήρεσσιν ἐοικότες ἠὲ σύεσσιν,
ἢ μορφὴν ὀλέσαντες ἀπηνέϊ δαίμονος αἴσῃ, 
εἰρχθέντες κατὰ δῶμα κασιγνήτης ἀπάνευθεν,
ἠρώμεσθ’, ὅτι λυπρὸν ἐσήλθομεν οἶδμα βίοιο·
ὡς ὄφελον μὴ μητρὸς ἐνὶ σπλάγχνοισι παγῆναι,
ἠὲ θανεῖν ἀτέλεστος ἐν ὠδίνεσσι τεκούσης, 
εἰ δὲ πύλας ἐπέρησα, καὶ εἵλκυσα πνεῦμα μόροιο,
κλαυθμὸν ἐμοὶ τὸν πρῶτον ἐμοῦ θανάτοιο γενέσθαι 
δάκρυον! οὐκ ἂν ἔγωγε τόσοις ἐνέκυρσα κακοῖσιν. 
A similar phenomenon may also be found in verses II, II, 3, 20-37, which we 
mentioned above. In addition to the metre, where a spondee substitutes for a dactyl 
in one of the incipit’s first two feet, the verses also have a theme in common. The sons 
describe to their father the wrongs that people have to suffer, and point to the fact 
that God has granted him peace. Only the incipit of verse 35 is different. A spondee is 
replaced by a dactyl in both of the first feet, and the verse presents Peter and Phocas’ 
wish for Vitalianus’ continued prosperity. The fact that the verse is slowed compared 
to other verses accentuates its importance – despite the injustice felt by the sons, they 
have not hardened their hearts to their father, they show affection and forgiveness 
that the father does not show them.
Only in two verses in letter II, II, 3 does Gregory replace three dactylic feet with 
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spondees,87 and both are an expression of desperation over the father’s harshness. 
Strong expression, reproach, and the near-resignation of the sons’ on their relationship 
with their father appear particularly in verse 245: Σοὶ δ’ οὔτ’ εὐχωλὴ κάμπτει φρένας, 
οὔτε θυηλή.88
The variation of dactylic hexameter in the letter’s verses is significantly augmented 
by caesuras and diaereses. Since ancient times, the most frequently used caesuras in 
dactylic hexameters are the caesura semiquinaria (B1), caesura post tertium trochaeum 
(B2), caesura semiseptenaria (C1), and the bucolic diaeresis (C2). The most typical 
breaks used in Gregory’s verses of Ad Vitalianum are B2 and C2:89
 Caesuras and diaeresis
 semiquinaria   27    7.67%
 post tertium trochaeum 208 59.09%
 semiseptenaria   28    7.95%
 bucolic diaeresis   86 24.43%
 
The diaeresis separates the verse in a ratio of 2:1, and often affords the writer 
an opportunity to conclude thought patterns and sentences. The caesura after the 
third trochee divides the verse slightly asymmetrically, in a ratio of 11:13, which 
helps maintain its rhythm. It does not compromise the unity of the verse, and offers 
a relatively logical pause approximately in the middle. Both separate verses in ratios 
that are pleasing to the ear, sounding harmonious to readers and listeners. 
The feel of disharmony (originating when the end of the metrical foot and the 
word ending coincide) is often mitigated with a harmonic division in a verse, i.e. 
bucolic diaeresis. This phenomenon, which helped eliminate such verse disharmony 
in ancient art, was the so-called ζεῦγμα (bridge). There were positions in dactylic, 
trochaic and iambic verses, which were forbidden to be used to end a word, or at 
least there were attempts not to end words there. In hexameters after Homer’s era, 
poets strictly avoided placing the end of a word after the fourth and the second two-
syllable dactyl (Meyer’s 2nd law), and also after the fourth trochee, i.e. between two 
short syllables of the fourth dactyl (Hermann’s bridge).90 In Homer’s work, there is 
only one verse out of roughly a thousand in which the author did not avoid ending 
87 II, II, 3, 96; 245 (PG 37, 1487; 1497).
88 II, II, 3, 245 (PG 37, 1497).
89 The same tendency is also documented by M. G. Moroni and L. Bacci, in poetic letters II, 
II, 4-6; cf. Moroni, Gregorio Nazianzeno (cited n. 24), 62-65 and Bacci, Ad Olimpiade 
(cited n. 84), 55-56.
90 D. Korzeniewski, Griechische Metrik. Darmstadt 1968, 32-33.
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a word in this position. Later, at the time of elegiac poets, Callimachus and Nonnus, 
it was excluded entirely.91 However, Gregory of Nazianzus was not as meticulous, 
and Hermann’s rule is broken in a full ten verses of his poetic letter: II, II, 3, 15 (δέ 
γε);92 157 (γε μὲν); 217 (δέ με); 237 (σέ γε); 247 (καὶ ἀπείρονι); 263 (ἔπειτα δὲ); 274 
(τε σὸν); 276 (δέ τε); 293 (αὐτὸς ἐϋμενέοντος) and 319 (δέ τε).93
Nevertheless, it is worth asking to what extent Gregory actually disregarded the 
rule. For when discussing the end of a word in metrics, the term ‘word’ has a peculiar 
meaning. By the end of the word is not meant the end of each word in graphic form, 
but only that which concludes its meaning, together with its proclitics and enclitics. 
These sound unaccented in the ear (which in metres is most significant), and form a 
unit with the ‘word’ that carries the meaning; e.g. in the compound Θεῷ δέ γε (see 
note 92) three autonomous words stand next to each other, yet when read out they 
sound like the single word Θεῷδέγε. In the majority of these examples, the breach 
of Hermann’s rule is merely ‘visual’ and cannot be detected when heard. 
Similarly, Gregory could avoid neither ending the word after the fourth94 and 
second95 two-syllable dactyl nor, to a small extent, metric errors. However, these can 
be to a certain degree related to prosodic licence. In the poetic letter to Vitalianus 
there are two verses in which, in order to keep the rhythm of the dactylic hexameter, 
it is essential to measure a long syllable as a short one.96 In both cases it is connected 
with a syllable with the diphthong ου: 
II, II, 3, 156:  Ἄλλοι δ’ αὖ οὐδ’ ἴσασι τίνες, τίνος. Αἰδέομαι γὰρ
           ⏑
   ―  ―    ―   ―    ⏑―⏑ ⏑―   ⏑ ⏑   ―⏑⏑ ―  ⏑
II, II, 3, 213: Εἴ μου καὶ Ὀρφείη τις ἐν Ὀδρυσίοις σκοπέλοισι
         ⏑
  ―  ―  ⏑   ―  ―― ⏑  ⏑  ― ⏑ ⏑ ―  ⏑  ⏑ ― ⏑
Besides this, there is a hiatus in verses. In Gregory’s poetic letter it appears re-
latively often, but in the majority of cases it is not true hiatus. To prevent one word 
91 H. Fränkel, Wege und Formen frühgriechischen Denkens. Munich 1960, 120
92 Αὐτὸς ἐν ἡμερίοισι, Θεῷ δέ γε πάγχυ μέμηλας,
 ―  ⏑  ⏑  ―⏑⏑―⏑ ⏑― ⏑   ⏑ ―   ⏑  ⏑ ― ⏑
93 The same fact is also mentioned by M. G. Moroni and L. Bacci in their critical editions of 
Gregory’s verse letters II, II, 4, 5 and 6; cf. Moroni, Gregorio Nazianzeno (cited n. 24), 
65 and Bacci, Ad Olimpiade (cited n. 84), 56.
94 II, II, 3, 3 (καὶ); 37 (καὶ); 41 (καὶ); 49 (καὶ); 59 (καὶ); 63 (καὶ); 66 (καὶ); 80 (καὶ); 108 (καὶ); 
122 (καὶ); 158 (ἢ); 162 (μὴ); 163 (καὶ); 199 (καὶ); 219 (καὶ); 287 (καὶ); 320 (καὶ); 335 (οὐκ) 
95 II, II, 3, 47 (καὶ); 98 (τοῦ); 101 (καὶ); 179 (καὶ); 193 (μὴ); 196 (τὸν); 212 (μὴ); 214 (καὶ); 
258 (καὶ); 304 (καὶ); 343 (δὸς).
96 Similarly, Moroni, Gregorio Nazianzeno (cited n. 24), 68, draws attention to false 
quantities in poetic letters II, II, 4 and II, II, 5.
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ending in a vowel and the following beginning in a vowel, Gregory used elision. He 
uses it most frequently in the word δέ and its compounds οὔδε (e.g. in verse 156) 
and τόδε, and also in short words such as τε, με, ἀλλὰ and ἄρα, in prepositions and 
in words ending with -α. In the poem to Vitalianus we noted 141 of them, i.e. an 
elision appears in approximately every third verse. 
Hiatus was not obvious in the verses, or subsided in the shortening (correptio 
epica) which is defined by the well-known ‘vocalis ante vocalem corripitur’. Gregory 
of Nazianzus applied correptio epica in the poem fifty times. The hiatus is mostly 
shortened in connection with the conjunction καὶ97 (41 times; which we see in the 
aforementioned verse 213). 
In the verses we also find several (14) examples of weakening the hiatus by means 
of caesura (largely after the third trochee) or diaeresis.98 In the above mentioned verse 
156, the hiatus between the words αὖ and οὐδ’ is weakened by an auxiliary caesura 
after the third half-foot. 
Besides weakened hiatuses, we also noted three true hiatuses for which there is 
no justification:
II, II, 3, 36: Πάντα περιφράσσων τά τε ἔνδοθεν, ὅσσα τ’ ἔασιν
II, II, 3, 90: Στέργειν ἐσθλὸν ἐόντα, κακῷ δ’ ὑπὸ χεῖρα ἐρείδειν. 
II, II, 3, 158: Ὄφρα κεν ἠὲ φύγωσι δύην, ἢ ἄλκαρ ἔχωσι
The dactylic hexameters of Gregory of Nazianzus are not flawless. Nonetheless, 
the metre, figures of speech and text composition bring his words to life for the re-
cipient. These components create layers in Gregory’s poetic text, intertwining, relating 
one to another, and thus laying the foundation for an ultimate harmony.
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97 Moroni, Gregorio Nazianzeno (cited n. 24), 67, states the same about verse letters II, II, 
4 and II, II, 5. 
98 E.g. Κτεῖνε μὲν, ὥς τινα θῆρα, τὸ δέρκετο· || ὡς δ’ ἐνόησε, (II, II, 3, 56; PG 37, 1484).
 Πολλοὶ μὲν γὰρ ἴσασιν ἀληθέα, || οὐκ ὀλίγοι δὲ (II, II, 3, 70; PG 37, 1485).
 Ἤλυθε, καὶ θεότητι | ἑὸν βροτὸν ἀμφὶς ἔπηξεν, (II, II, 3, 103; PG 37, 1487).
 Καὶ τεκέεσσι μάλιστα | ἐπεὶ κλέος ἐγγὺς ἔχοντες, (II, II, 3, 312; PG 37, 1502).
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Abstract
The article offers a complex view of the poetic letter of Gregory of Nazianzus II, II, 3 
Ad Vitalianum, which has not yet been the subject of modern criticism. The letter is 
a plea by Vitalianus’ banished sons for their father to take them back. Based on the 
manuscript tradition, the article’s author concludes that the fictional author of the 
letter is the son Phocas rather than Peter. The disrupted relationship between father 
and sons is reflected in both the content of the poem and the forms of salutations 
used: the seemingly positive epithets φέριστε, μακάρτατε, and φίλε; forms of address 
which directly express a certain distance and coldness (μέγα φέρτατε, ὦ ἄνα), or even 
animosity towards the father (ὀλοώτατε δαῖμον, ὦ κακόβουλε). The poetic letter has 
a concentric structure (A; B; C; D; E; F; G; F´; E´; D´; C´; B´; A´), with individual 
com ponents linked for the most part thematically. The letter is written in dactylic 
hexameter. The most frequently used metre in the verses is the holodactyl, and the 
most frequent caesura is the caesura post tertium trochaeum. As far as the breach of 
Hermann’s bridge in verses is concerned, and based on the understanding of the term 
‘word’ in metrics, the author of the article concludes that in the majority of cases 
the breach is only ‘visual’, and cannot be detected when listened to. Gregory did not 
avoid three true hiatuses; and in two verses, in order to keep the rhythm of dactylic 
hexameter, it is essential to measure a long syllable as a short one. However, metric 
errors may be related to prosodic licence.

